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Abstract 
 
 
 
Despite the continued popularity of travel blogs and virtual travel communities, there is 
currently a lack of contemporary criticism surrounding the coded structures and 
connotations of online travel writings, especially those arising out of the Australian context. 
While there have been few significant studies of Australian travel to date, there have been 
even less about female wandering. Reimagining the archetype of Penelope, this paper 
considers liminal accounts of wandering in contemporary travel blogs of Australian 
women abroad. When women travel as wanderers, they undermine normative accounts of 
travel and trace out alternative movements fused with gendered meaning.  
  
I have a friend who's [sic] blog is called The Wondering Woman.   
It has made my mind begin to spin and I think I can now officially call 
myself The Wandering Woman. Here I am a stay at home mom with 
no Home. I have three kids...one who should be in kindergarten but 
because I have no home or no idea where my home may be I have no 
school to put her in. I am a wife with no husband around...I am 
wandering...All my identities right now are up in the air unknown. 
Oh l long for the day when I become what I used to know of me. 
 
 
 
 
 
Whittaker Woman 
(Posted online September 20th, 2007)  
 
 
One only has to trail through the excess of online travel blogs to notice the abundance of 
Australian women abroad who refer to themselves as ‘wandering’ women. At the time of 
writing, an internet trawl with the search string ‘wandering women’ yields over seven million 
hits in Google, with the results ranging from personal accounts of (miss)adventure to 
guidebook testimonies cramped with words of concern and caution for female travellers. 
These advice columns, which tend to include ‘real life’ horror stories and ‘shocking’ 
anecdotes ordered neatly under officious headings such as ‘What to Wear’, ‘Choosing 
Companions’ or ‘Staying Somewhere Female Friendly’ are juxtaposed defiantly against more 
colourful blog entries from Australian women themselves, such as ‘Drunk in Detroit’, ‘On 
Stealing a Tuk-Tuk’ and ‘Church Hopping in Columbia’.  
‘I am a wandering woman writing from Salamanca,’ begins one blogger. ‘A year ago today, I 
was walking the Camino...A little voice told me to leave the big city corporate gig and 
wander off to Spain’ (A Wandering Woman Writes from Spain 2008). Another woman, a 
mother of two who refers to herself as ‘The Wandering Housewife’, writes of her indulgences 
in Europe, including a day spent over-eating in Marienplatz; the central market in Munich. 
‘As usual I forgo the rules when I wander, so I experienced not a smidgen of guilt when I 
tasted my first glühwein’ (The Wandering Housewife 2010). ‘Last year I left my husband 
while I travelled,’ another blogger confesses. ‘When I turned thirty I looked back on my life 
and saw some gaping holes that needed filling. So I took the chance then to either go alone 
and piss him off, or I could’ve stayed at home and let the resentment build’ (Thomas 2008). 
Another woman, who constantly addresses her travels home to an imagined but receptive 
audience, writes ‘I just want everyone to know that I am actually doing well. Even though I 
am wandering, I am very content’ (Whittaker Woman 2007). ‘When I’m not writing, I’m 
wandering the world,’ one blogger confesses, ‘even if it’s just online’ (Wandering Woman 
2009). 
Despite this tendency of the female traveller to describe herself, her writings and the nature of 
her travel as wandering, what a ‘wandering woman’ is exactly (for example, why she 
wanders and how, as well as what constitutes the act of wandering itself) is yet to be widely 
theorised on. Although cultural commentators and spatial theorists such as Paul Carter have 
connected concepts of drifting to migrancy and landscape, the act of wandering itself has 
received little to no study in travel scholarship. Considerations of the complexities of both the 
male and female practice are limited to broad and dated studies in tourism research and travel 
behaviour. These studies tend to efface gender-specific differences by focussing on the 
phenomenon of a collective wandering youth. These works are interesting, however, as they 
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attempt to locate the wanderer amongst a typology of other non-institutionalised travellers 
such as the drifter, the nomad, the explorer and most recently, the lifestyle traveller. In recent 
studies of backpacker culture, for example, which typically include narratives of risk-taking, 
adventure and change, theorists have likened the figure of the lone wanderer to the cultural 
symbol of the backpacker. As Jay Vogt explains,  
The majority [of wanderers] are youthful adventurers on a tight budget...They are 
often students, college-age and above, from middle-class backgrounds. Their travel 
style is in many ways a product of affluent society, and often represents a reaction to 
it. Furthermore, the variety of travel modes is great: hiking, canoeing, motorcycling, 
hitchhiking, riding freights, student flights. So is the range of lodgings: sleeping in a 
field, pitching a tent in a campground, asking a resident for a lodging, trying a youth 
hostel, renting a student hotel room, or splurging on a regular one. Each of the above 
choice is within the wanderer’s grasp (1976, 29).     
These age parameters that Vogt imposes on his definition, however, are problematised by the 
emergence of new moving identities such as the ‘flashpacker’—‘the older twenty to thirty-
something backpacker, who travels with an expensive backpack or a trolley-type case, stays 
in a variety of accommodation depending on location, has greater disposable income, visits 
more ‘off the beaten track’ locations, carries a laptop, or at least a ‘flashdrive’ and a mobile 
phone, but who engages with the mainstream backpacker culture’ (Hannam and Diekmann 
2010, 2). In other words, backpacking with bucks.  
Interestingly, in his speech to the Indian Government Department of Tourism, What 
Motivates People to Travel? (1967), Ernest Dichter raises questions about what it is that 
distinguishes wandering from other modes of travelling. He suggests that wanderers come to 
learn about themselves and the world, primarily, by taking risks. In this discursive setting, 
wandering is known at least partially through its proximity to danger. Unlike the nomad, 
however, who is homeless, the wanderer’s home is mobile. Unlike the tourist whose plans for 
travel are scheduled and set, the wanderer’s plans are random and spontaneous. And unlike 
the explorer, who may plot lands, flag borders and mark out points of destination, the 
wanderer usually maintains an ability to merge with the visited culture and to appreciate 
rather than destroy it.  
Although both Dichter and Vogt, for this reason, assert wandering as a type of travel to be 
encouraged, their research is embedded in tourist practice rather than in travel writing 
scholarship and its literary tradition. In this limited space, both works are problematised by a 
feminist reading. Vogt, for example, always refers to the wanderer as a male figure, though 
he maintains the male gender is used ‘only for convenience’ (1976, 27). At other times, both 
theorists offer accounts of wandering that are gender neutral and do not consider the 
possibility that men and women may wander differently and for dissimilar reasons.   
While male wandering is often subsumed by what Michael Ignatieff (1987) calls ‘a 
metaphysics of restlessness’, I want to argue conversely that in women’s travel, or more 
specifically, in the travel blogs of Australian women abroad, female wandering is essentially 
a place of rest. Historically, the myths that wandering evokes are predominantly male and 
layered in meanings that have become synonymous with suffering and misfortune. The 
rhetoric of male wandering is premised on a kind of punishment or curse that haunts the 
wanderer and takes its shape as a longing he can never satisfy or fulfil. In mythological 
accounts of wandering, for example, wandering is imposed upon the protagonist as 
punishment for wrongdoing. In most accounts of female wandering, however, it is the act of 
wandering itself that qualifies as transgression and is itself punishable.   
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Where wandering then, is often imposed upon the male traveller by a supreme or more 
authoritative being, female wandering is often undertaken naturally and willingly by the 
protagonist herself. Perhaps no tale better depicts this than the medieval legend of The 
Wandering Jew. Although the identity of the wanderer and the exact nature of his indiscretion 
varies, the story is commonly told as the tale of Ahasverus; a Jewish shoemaker who ridicules 
Christ on the day of the Crucifixion and is condemned to wander the earth (Martin 1990, 53).  
My punishment, forever undelivered, 
Is all the world to wander, short of breath; 
My journey’s been unending; onward steered, 
I am exhausted and I wish my death. 
                                                     (Oişteanu 2003, 1) 
Similarly, in the biblical story of Cain and Abel, Cain, after murdering his brother, is exiled 
by God and receives his punishment in the form of a curse. 
What have you done? Listen! Your brother’s blood cries out to me from the ground. 
Now you are under a curse and driven from the ground. When you work the ground, it 
will no longer yield its crops for you. You will be a restless wanderer on the earth 
(Gen. 4:10-12).  
This mythical analogy of wandering as suffering has also translated frequently into poetry 
and prose. In Samuel Coleridge’s The Rime of the Ancient Mariner (1798), the figure of the 
immortal wanderer assumes the guise of a ‘bright-eyed’ Mariner who is ordered to ‘pass, like 
night, from land to land’ and tell his story as penance (ibid, 135-136). What each of these 
texts has in common, is not only their inclusion of a male protagonist who sins, but their 
portrayal of wandering as a sentence worse than death. Here, the wanderer is a figure who 
struggles to live on the margins; one who is always subject to the whim of others, always on 
the verge of being told to move on and always clinging to a clearing on the edge of another 
town (Baker in Bessen et al 1995, 1).  
Interestingly, many travel blogs authored by Australian women do not conform to this 
generic prescription of wandering as restlessness. Many women travelling (and writing about 
their travels afterwards) cast themselves as wandering rather than waiting women. The 
wandering they claim to undertake is not constructed as a source of cyclical suffering or as a 
regularly device for creating fear. Instead, it is represented as a kind of deliverance; a 
welcomed distraction or interruption from the ordinary and mundane.   
After arriving in Lille, I spent four or five hours wandering around the city, noticing 
the lack of parks and monuments, but impressed by the fat bread rolls and strong 
aroma of mint tea. When I returned to my hostel later that night, I befriended a 
Chilean named Pedro, who ended up eating dinner at the same table as me. As he 
flicked through the photos on my camera, commenting on each one, he remarked that 
I must have walked at least twenty kilometres today. He asked if I was tired and cared 
to sleep. I said ‘no.’ After chatting for a while, he cracked a joke about Skippy and 
went upstairs to bed. I could think of nothing worse then returning to that cramped 
and stuffy room, so I changed my shoes and wandered back into the city (2001).     
In Laura Steven’s blog, Wanderlust, an account of her journey from France to China, there is 
a sense that her travels do not always necessitate movement of a measurable sense. She 
constantly describes herself as an ‘aimless wanderer’ but is quick to add that she is not ‘lost.’ 
She uses the concepts of wondering and wandering interchangeably in her blog, almost to the 
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point where they become synonymous with each other, with one often prompted or 
materialised by the other. ‘I wandered down to one of the public parts of the Forbidden City,’ 
she writes, ‘and I wondered about the truth. I imagined the Goddess of Democracy raised 
above Tiananmen Square, then I sat down on a bench and watched tourists wave mini-
Chinese flags. On the way home a group of police officers in civilian clothes blocked my 
path’ (2001). The obvious implication of this coupling of physical wandering and mental 
wondering is that her described journeys are both literal (from drifting) and figurative (from 
thought). 
Similarly, in her blog, A Wandering Woman Writes from Spain, Erin Corcoran constantly 
oscillates between the displacement of an old self and the discovery of a new identity. Her 
patterns of movement, which are always labelled as wanders, are typically open and 
boundless and marked by expansiveness, prodigality and improvisation.  
I was tempted to post a much more beautiful photo of myself wandering the rocky 
coast of Newport...but this photo holds a little surprise. Look closely...That’s me, 
tracking along once again in the footsteps of the Roving Photographer, though, this 
time....her footsteps seem to be pointing skyward (2008).  
Corcoran, who likens her journey to a pilgrimage, constantly moves backwards and forwards 
between the spatial hybridities of ‘here and there’ or ‘home and away’. In eliciting and 
intersecting these spaces, she also disperses the temporal dichotomies of past and present, 
creating an opportunity for a narrative that is rhythmic and repetitious rather than static and 
spanning a finite period of time. Often, she leaves entries unfinished, sometimes even mid-
sentence. Sometimes she returns to a point a few days later, prefacing her entry with a brief 
apology, but many of her posts remain unclosed. Her infrequent and non-linear writings, like 
the travel she describes, appear to have no discernible beginning or end. In lacking these 
formalities, her travel writings seem to rework, or at least reconceptualise, traditional 
understandings of departure and return. For Corcoran, and for many women abroad, 
wandering is not just a mode of travelling but the only way of moving; its origins traceable in 
childhood. 
When I was in grade school I would ride my bike through strange neighborhoods, 
pushing myself a little further afield...scouting out places and streets I hadn’t yet 
explored. Every day I rode out of our garage with one goal: to get lost. I loved to be 
lost, with no idea what lay beyond those woods, or at the end of that street, free to 
head any old way I’d like...(2008). 
While the male wanderer has often been a pitied character, the female wanderer, perhaps as a 
result of her transgression into the public domain, has long been regarded as a feared 
character; a threat that may have its roots in a patriarchal fear of ‘women on the loose’ 
(Siegel 2004, 4). According to Karen Lawrence, the author of Penelope Voyages (1994), 
female wandering has always entailed a risky terrain for women because of the historical link 
between female wandering and promiscuity (240). Patrick Holland and Graham Huggan have 
even suggested that the inherent nature of travel itself is ‘gloriously’ promiscuous—‘the 
shifting destination, arrival again and again, the unknown possessed, the needing to make 
touch’ (2003, 71). According to Nicolas Hahn’s study on the criminology of women, Too 
Dumb to Know Better (1980), contributors to the imagery of ‘bad’ women have frequently 
cited three traits as characteristic. 
First, they have pictured her as irresolute and all too easily lead. Second, they have 
usually shown her to be promiscuous and a good deal more lascivious than her 
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virtuous sister. Third, they have often emphasised the bad woman’s responsibility for 
not only her own sins but those of her mate and descendants as well (3).  
If the promiscuous woman then is said to have a wandering disposition, the idea of wandering 
itself may be read as a type of deviance that is cast in sexual terms. In fact, the cultural taboos 
surrounding women’s travel in general have often ensured the dismissal of female travel 
writing as ‘wild’ and ‘unruly’. For this reason, female travellers have traditionally ‘skirted a 
delicate course’ (Siegel 2004, 2). As Kristi Siegel explains, 
To get an audience, a woman needed to provide material that was reasonably exciting; 
to keep an audience, she needed to remain a lady. Given that travel—and particularly 
unescorted travel—was deemed inappropriate for a lady, women often employed a 
narrative stance that could be described as the decorum of indecorum, a fine balance 
in which they strained the conventions of femininity, but did not break them (ibid).   
In their blog, Two Farangs, Ellen Grant and Samantha Lord, two Brisbane girls on holiday in 
Bangkok, catch the ferry up the Chao Phraya River to visit the Grand Palace. At the entrance, 
they are approached by a man who claims to be a tourist official. They observe the man as 
‘well-dressed’ and ‘able to speak good English’ and describe the encounter on their blog.  
He said the Palace was closed for the King’s birthday and recommended we go and 
see the Lucky Buddha instead. He said, ‘It’s only a short drive from here, around 100 
baht’. ‘Plus,’ he said, ‘You don’t know where you’re going. I’ve seen you wandering 
round and round.’ It was hot and we had been wandering with no idea where we were 
going, so we agreed. He took us to a Thai export centre and charged us $30 for the 
cab ride. When we refused to pay, he locked the doors and two guys came out from 
the Silk shop which we had parked in front of. We sat in the car, unsure what to do, 
while they waited for us to get out (2009). 
This sense of danger underlying the blog emerges most dramatically when the girls decide to 
wander, or as they describe it, ‘to make a split decision to go wherever’ (2009). Later that 
night, they wander into the Red Light District of Patpong and are accosted by a man to go 
and see a sex show. 
At the time there weren’t many people around...I thought how easy it would be for 
him to do whatever. We kept walking up the street with him following us. We walked 
away from the loud music and neon lights, the women dancing on tables and the 
scam-artists trying to sell fake perfumes and purses. We went and sat in McDonalds 
and waited there until the man was gone (2009). 
As a result of this intertextual connection between wandering and danger, the narrative that 
emerges is often a self-conscious fiction where the author who emerges online is ‘as much a 
character as a woman in a novel’ (Bassnett 2002, 234). In Two Farangs, this process of self-
fictionalising converts the travel writing into a graph of subliminal fears and desires, and 
opens up a world of estrangement. ‘We keep wandering into trouble,’ the girls write, ‘but we 
can’t just sit around’ (2009).  
As the plot of the journey has often depended on keeping the woman at home, female 
characters are often located in narratives of adventure as the ones who are left behind. At 
home, they assume the roles of the patient wife, the quiet muse or the domestic heroine who 
stays inside and is rewarded for her immobility with ‘love, prosperity and maternity’ 
(Macpherson 2004, 199). As Morris explains, 
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From Penelope to the present, women have waited—for a phone call, for a date, for a 
marriage proposal, for the man to return from sea or war or a business trip. To wait is 
to be powerless. Like patients and prisoners, women have waited for the freedom to 
enter the world (1987, 1). 
In resistance to this discourse, it is hardly surprising that many travel blogs of Australian 
women constantly use (and reuse) metaphors of travel against stasis (A Lady on the Loose, 
Wayward Women, Broads Abroad, Thoughts while Travelling, Far Frome Home etc). Many 
of these titles, which inscribe parody and playfulness to resist socially imposed travel roles, 
dismantle the archetype of Penelope by rewriting her—not as a constant wife who weaves for 
her husband’s return—but as a weaver of stories who threads and unthreads in order to 
survive.  
In this light, it seems even Penelope had a plan. Indeed, in the travel blogs of many 
Australian women abroad, they wander rather than wait, they drift rather than decisively 
move and they roam rather than settle. Their travel writings avoid chronological narratives 
with clear purpose and plot, and trace instead the uncertainties of transience in a timeless, 
subjective world. While wandering seems central to the identities of moving women, it is not 
a gender-specific practice. In presenting wandering as an undefined process, however, the 
travelogue that is written into existence ‘seeks to pin nothing down but instead encourages 
the reader’s mind to blossom with possibilities’ (Kelley 2005, 369). In the midst of this 
movement, the compulsion of many women to wander, however impulsive, signals a 
resistance to more linear patterns of movement, for the only commonality that cuts across all 
of their travels is this: passage between the material world (that is able to be mapped) and the 
imaginary world (that is suspended outside any kind of border). 
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